After the recent US Food and Drug Administration approval of Viagra (sildenafil), the male erectile dysfunction drug, several Web sites came online and began marketing products with names such as 'Vaegra' and 'Viagro'. Though these were in reality nothing more than herbal supplements, by using a similar sounding name and citing the promotional data published by Pfizer Pharmaceuticals the purveyors were trying to mislead potential patients1. When Pfizer began filing law suits, these Web sites quickly disappeared.
More distressing are the Web sites that offer 'miracle cures' to people with chronic diseases. The Web pages of the Royal Rife Research Society, for example, have details of an electromagnetic 'frequency instrument' that can destroy cancer, and 'nearly every affliction known to man'2.
Moreover, it is 'rapid, completely harmless [and has] no side effects'. In one study, or so the site informs the reader, (every patient recovered without side effects of any kind'. Details of the study are vague, and a search of the MEDLINE database (1996-April 1998), CancerLit and the Cochrane Library yields no mention of the research Rife conducted or any clear evidence to support the claims made by this site.
These two examples demonstrate the potential danger of using the Internet as a source of medical information. However, this does not mean we should stop using the Internet. Just as we appraise stories we read in our newspapers perhaps giving more credence to an editorial in The Times than we would to a reader's letter in a tabloid newspaper-we need to apply the same methodologies to the resources we find on the Internet. With this purpose in mind this article highlights several tools you can use to help ensure that you-or your patients are not subjected to inaccurate or fraudulent medical information on the Internet. QUALITY The Health on the Net Foundation have devised their own 'HONoured database' which includes only those resources that comply with the Foundation's Code of Conduct. Central to this code is the requirement that any medical information or advice hosted on a Web site must be authored by 'medically/health trained and qualified professionals'. If this condition can not be met then there must be a 'clear statement . . . that a piece of advice offered is from a non-medically/health qualified individual or organisation'.
Details of the search capabilities of these two services can be found in the earlier column 'How to get medical information from the Internet'5.
CRITICAL APPRAISAL
One of the underlying attractions of the Web is the way you can move seamlessly from one Web site to another, simply by following a hypertext link. However, in doing this it is easy to move from a quality-assured resource to a site where the data may be less reliable or Several initiatives, once developed, may greatly reduce the amount of inaccurate, dubious, and fraudulent health information on the Internet. The Health Information Technology Institute has devised a detailed set of criteria for measuring the quality of any medical Web site. Though this work is still ongoing, HITU hope to produce a checklist that will allow you to assign a score to any Web site. Sites that scored below a defined threshold would be deemed unsuitable as a source for health information. A more revolutionary approach to quality is being developed by a team of German doctors who have devised medPICS. Based on the PICS (Platform for Internet Content and Selection) standard originally devised to protect minors from accessing 'adult' sites-medPICS uses electronic tags as a way of filtering the medical information you retrieve from the Internet. These electronic tags could, for example, indicate who the intended audience is (consumers or professionals), whether the information is educational or promotional, and for which countries the information is suitable. Personal preferences are defined within your Web browser (Figure 1 ).
If this initiative succeeds-and organizations such as the American Medical Association and the World Health Organization agree to become independent rating bureauxevery time you subsequently access a medical Web site the medPICS filter would check to see what labels had been assigned. Dependent upon what these were, and how the browser has been configured, the filter could either block access to the site or display some disclaimer or warning. , and arrange car hire (http: / /www.avis.com/reserve-a-car/). One site that brings together a whole range of useful travel information is Yahoo! Travel (http://travel.yahoo.com). From these pages you can quickly identify the prevailing weather conditions, the current rate of exchange, and travellers' health information for numerous destinations throughout the world. A travel guide from the Lonely Planet series gives additional background information and a flavour of the country or city you intend to visit. Robert Kiley is editor of He@lth Information on the Internet: a bimonthly newsletterfor health professionals. (RSM Press). For more details see http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/healthinfo
